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Abstract   This paper deals with the use of nonlinear calculations and bifurcation 
analysis when investigating running stability during vehicle design and develop-
ment in the rolling stock industry. Typical methods used for stability analysis in 
industrial applications are introduced, computation of bifurcation diagram pre-
sented and the influence of nonlinearities of the vehicle/track system on the type 
of Hopf bifurcation investigated. The relationship between the bifurcation diagram 
and the assessment of safety risk and the dynamic behaviour is discussed. 

1. Introduction 

A self-excited, sustained oscillation of wheelsets with conventional solid axles 
is a classic problem of railway vehicle dynamics. It is called hunting or instability 
by railway engineers. The frequency of such waving motion of wheelsets and bo-
gies is related to the wheel/rail contact geometry. Equivalent conicity is applied as 
a simplified parameter in order to describe the wheel/rail contact geometry in 
railway practice. The equivalent conicity can vary to a large degree and therefore 
plays a significant role in the stability assessment of railway vehicles.  

If the wheel/rail contact conditions lead to a bogie motion with a low frequen-
cy, approaching the vehicle carbody natural frequency, the possibility of consider-
able interaction may arise, leading to a limit cycle oscillation during which the 
amplitude of the car body is large relative to that of the wheelsets. In this case we 
refer to carbody instability (primary instability) or carbody hunting. If only the 
wheelsets and bogies or running gears are involved in the limit cycle oscillation, 
we refer to bogie instability (secondary instability) or bogie hunting. In modern 
vehicles carbody instability leads to a deterioration of lateral running behaviour, as 
well as ride comfort degradation without exceeding the safety criteria. A 
wheel/rail contact geometry characterized by high conicity typically limits the 
maximum permissible speed with respect to bogie hunting, i.e. running safety. 

The necessity of stability investigations was only slowly recognized during the 
mid-twentieth century. A theoretical comprehension of railway vehicle stability 
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came into being as a result of studies on linearised models; see e. g. [1] for details. 
At a later date, nonlinearities of the wheel/rail combination were also taken into 
consideration, see [2] and [3] for further references. 

The publications dealing with nonlinear stability assessment of railway vehicles 
often apply simplified models, conical or theoretical wheel profiles and theoretical 
rail profiles. No systematic study about the influence of nonlinearities on the sta-
bility and bifurcation behaviour of large vehicle models has been published yet. 
Considering complex systems of the vehicle/track and a large variation of 
wheel/rail contact geometries and friction conditions in railway service, the ques-
tion appears how far are the conclusions from the published investigations valid 
for the industrial applications?  

This article deals with use of nonlinear calculations and bifurcation analysis 
when investigating running stability during vehicle design and development in the 
rolling stock industry. It is organised as follows. Methods typically used for stabil-
ity analysis in industrial application are introduced in Chapter 2. In Chapter 3, the 
bifurcation analysis is presented and the impact of the nonlinearities of the vehi-
cle/track system on the bifurcation diagram explained. Chapter 4 discusses the re-
lationship between the bifurcation diagram and the assessment of safety risk and 
the vehicle’s dynamic behaviour. 

2. Assessment of the running stability in railway industry 

Stability analysis constitutes the most diversified part of vehicle dynamics due 
to the various possible methods, the wide range of input conditions and different 
assessment criteria. In spite of the vehicle/track system being always nonlinear, 
both nonlinear as well as linear calculations are applied for the stability assess-
ment. In the linearized stability assessment, the contact of the wheelset and track 
is linearized differently to the other coupling elements. The quasi-linearization of 
wheel/rail contact, in which linearized wheel/rail parameters are computed for the 
specified wheelset lateral movement amplitude, is the standard method imple-
mented in simulation tools used in railway vehicle engineering. Comparison of 
linearized and nonlinear stability assessment has been presented by the author in 
[4].  

The nonlinear methods of stability assessment using computer simulations have 
been compared and discussed by the author in [3]. These can be classified depend-
ing on the track alignment used of: 

 ideal track (no irregularity) 
 real track with track irregularity (measured irregularities) 
 combination of track disturbance followed by a section of ideal track, whereby 

the track disturbance can be represented by  

– single lateral disturbance 
– track section with irregularity. 
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Another classification can be introduced in relation to the assessment criteria 
of:  

 decay of oscillations 
 limit values specified for testing for the acceptance of running characteristics of 

railway vehicles in EN 14363 [5]. 

A lateral displacement of wheelsets is usually used to prove the decay of self-
excited oscillations of a railway vehicle. Displacements of other bodies (bogie 
frame, carbody) can gain additional information to distinguish between the hunt-
ing of bogie or carbody. 

The criteria used during the testing of vehicles for the acceptance of running 
characteristics are: 

 forces between wheelset and track (sliding rms-value of sum of guiding forces) 
as specified for normal measuring method according to EN 14363 [5] 

 lateral acceleration on the bogie frame (sliding rms-value) as specified for sim-
plified measuring method according to EN 14363 [5]. 

There are pros and cons for all methods mentioned. The three most used meth-
ods are illustrated by examples of safety assessment, considering wheel/rail fric-
tion coefficient of 0.4 and a high equivalent conicity of 0.6 for the wheelset ampli-
tude of 3 mm. 

Method 1: Figure 1 shows the wheelsets lateral displacement as a result of sim-
ulation on ideal track, starting from a limit cycle at high speed and reducing the 
speed slowly. The speed at which the oscillation disappears is then the nonlinear 
critical speed [6].  
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Fig. 1. Simulations of run on ideal track with speed decreasing by 4 km/h per second.  

Method 2: Figure 2 shows simulations of the reaction to a single lateral disturb-
ance with amplitude of 8 mm and a span of 10 m, followed by an ideal track, for 
the variation of vehicle speed.  

Method 3: Figure 3 presents simulations of a run on track with measured irreg-
ularities and analyses of the criteria according to EN 14363 for wheel/rail contact 
geometry A. 
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Fig. 2. Simulations of wheelset reaction on a single lateral excitation on ideal track.   
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Fig. 3. Stability assessment based on simulations of vehicle acceptance tests. 

While the first method allows an unambiguous assessment of critical speed, it 
is rather rarely used as it requires a long simulation time. The second method is of-
ten used because of simple handling and short simulation times. Likewise, the 
third method is often applied because of the easy possibility of comparison with 
vehicle test results. 

The examples in Figure 1 demonstrate different critical speeds and different 
behaviour for the same vehicle with the same equivalent conicity for the wheelset 
amplitude of 3 mm as specified for vehicle acceptance tests [5]. There is abrupt 
wheelset stabilization in the first example, whereas in the second example the am-
plitude of the limit cycle slowly reduces with decreasing speed.  
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Differing behaviour can be observed also in the examples in Figure 2. The dif-
ferences result from the nonlinearities of the investigated system. A prominent 
feature of nonlinear dynamical systems is the possible dependence of their long-
time behaviour on the initial conditions, leading to the existence of multiple solu-
tions. 

 The methods discussed so far can however only identify one solution. Fur-
thermore, differing procedures and criteria for the stability assessment in railway 
applications can lead to different conclusions, because a limit cycle oscillation 
with a rather small amplitude will not necessarily lead to exceedance of the stabil-
ity limit during vehicle testing. This can be seen in Figure 4 on the analysis of the 
vehicle behaviour on an ideal smooth track behind a single disturbance. An as-
sessment of nonlinear dynamical systems with respect to the influence of one or 
more system parameters on existence of multiple solutions can be carried out by 
bifurcation analysis, which will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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Fig. 4. Comparison of stability assessment based on the occurrence of a limit cycle and the 
assessment according to the safety limits specified for measurements in EN 14363. 

3. Bifurcation analysis of the system vehicle/track  

The usual way to present the bifurcation phenomenon is a bifurcation diagram 
[2]. When analysing the stability of railway vehicles, the bifurcation diagram dis-
plays the amplitude of the limit cycle (typically lateral wheelset displacement) as a 
function of speed. For some systems, the bifurcation diagram can be very complex 
including quasi-periodic or chaotic motion. Considering the main shape of the di-
agram, we can distinguish between the subcritical and supercritical Hopf bifurca-
tion; see Figure 5 [2], [3]. In case of subcritical bifurcation there is a speed range 
at which the solution can “jump” between a stable damped movement and a limit 
cycle depending on the excitation amplitude.  

The calculation of the bifurcation diagram can proceed by a path following 
method (continuation) or by a set of numerical simulations. A software tool PATH 
for the continuation-based bifurcation analysis has been developed at the Tech-
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nical University of Denmark [7]. It uses a mixture of integration in time and New-
ton iteration to find the periodic solutions. The code starts with the trivial solution 
that is known to be asymptotically stable at sufficiently low speed. The speed is 
then increased in small steps and the solution is followed for each value of the 
speed. When a bifurcation point is reached, the path to be followed is chosen in 
the phase-parameter space. 
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Fig. 5. Bifurcation diagram with subcritical and supercritical Hopf bifurcation; rows show 
the feedback of the nonlinear system.  

The integration of the software tool PATH with commercial MBS-software 
SIMPACK has been developed and described by Schupp [8]. However, this tool is 
not commercially available as a part of SIMPACK software package yet. Further-
more, the method is not straight forward. As stated in [8], external time integration 
is required to generate an initial estimation, because it is not possible to continue 
the unstable periodic solutions branching off from the Hopf bifurcation of the first 
branch.  

Stichel [9] uses a rather straight forward method applying numerical simula-
tion. A run over an initial lateral disturbance is simulated at a rather high speed. 
The simulation continues on undisturbed track until the oscillation of the vehicle 
has reached constant amplitude. The vehicle speed is reduced and a new simula-
tion started with initial values from the previous simulation. This is repeated until 
the oscillating solution disappears. 

A set of numerical simulations is also applied in the investigations presented in 
this article. A run over a single lateral disturbance with a span of 10 m is simulat-
ed and the amplitude of the limit cycle after a few seconds, behind the transition 
process, taken in the bifurcation diagram. This is repeated for a set of speeds in-
cluding those leading to limit cycle oscillations. As first, a large disturbance with 
an amplitude of 8 mm was used to identify nonlinear critical speed. Then, a set of 
simulations with speed variation is repeated applying a small disturbance with 
0.5 mm amplitude. If the solution without oscillations appears for speeds higher 
than the nonlinear critical speed, a set of simulations with amplitude variation is 
started, to identify the amplitude for which the stable solution without oscillation 
changes to a limit cycle. This value is then taken as a point of the unstable branch 
for the considered speed in the bifurcation diagram.  
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To study the impact of the nonlinearities and non-smoothness of the system ve-
hicle/track, we will distinguish between:  

 nonlinearity and non-smoothness of wheel-rail contact 
 nonlinearity and non-smoothness of vehicle model itself. 

The effects of these two groups of nonlinearities on the shape of bifurcation di-
agram will be investigated in the following subchapters. 

3.1 Wheel-rail contact nonlinearity 

The influence of wheel/rail contact nonlinearity on railway vehicle behaviour at 
the stability limit can be seen in Figure 6. The simulations were carried out with a 
multi-body model of a four-car articulated vehicle in simulation tool SIMPACK. 
The model consists of 124 bodies and possesses 201 degrees of freedom (DOF). 
The diagrams display the results of the second wheelset of the leading bogie, 
where the limit cycle was first observed. 

From the presented example as well as from the author’s other studies, it can be 
observed, that the influence of the wheel/rail contact nonlinearity can be assessed 
with the help of the contact geometry functions used for the linearization of 
wheel/rail contact: 

 Difference of rolling radii Δr of the left and right wheel in function of the 
wheelset lateral displacement 

 Equivalent conicity λ in function of wheelset displacement amplitude. 

Both examples in Figure 6 represent the same equivalent conicity for the ampli-
tude of 3 mm. For the contact geometry A, there is a progressive increase of roll-
ing radii difference in function of wheelset displacement and progressive equiva-
lent conicity in function of wheelset amplitude. Abrupt limit cycle decay can be 
observed on the phase diagram of displacements of wheelset 1 and 2. There is a 
subcritical Hopf bifurcation in the bifurcation diagram of the wheelset 2. In con-
trast, for the contact geometry B there is strongly declining function of rolling ra-
dii difference and also strongly declining equivalent conicity function for ampli-
tudes up to 4 mm (i.e. in the tread away from flange contact) due to large 
movement of the contact area for the wheelset displacement between 0 and 1 mm. 
A slow decrease of oscillations and a supercritical Hopf bifurcation can be ob-
served for this wheel/rail contact geometry.  

The different behaviour of railway vehicles on the contact geometry with the 
equivalent conicity function of “Type A” and “Type B” has been described for the 
first time in [10] and outlined more in detail in [3]. The nonlinearity of the contact 
geometry often determines the type of the Hopf bifurcation of railway vehicles. It 
contradicts the repeatedly presented statement that the bifurcation analysis of a 
railway vehicle always or mostly leads to the subcritical Hopf bifurcation, with the 
nonlinear critical speed lower than linear critical speed.  
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Fig. 6. Influence of wheel/rail contact nonlinearity on the behaviour of a railway vehicle at 
the stability limit on the example of two contact geometries with the same equivalent conici-
ty for the wheelset amplitude of 3 mm.  
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In fact, the supercritical Hopf bifurcation can also occur with railway vehicles, 
and probably more frequently than supposed until now. This is because the contact 
geometry of “Type A” is related to a conical wheel profile which is the profile 
mostly used in theoretical studies. The change of the contact geometry due to 
wheel wear often leads to more conformal tread contact characterized by contact 
geometry of “Type B”, leading to the supercritical Hopf bifurcation with the non-
linear speed equal to the linear critical speed. 

The nonlinear critical speed increases with reduction of wheel/rail friction coef-
ficient, whereby the linear critical speed remains the same [3]. The subcritical 
Hopf bifurcation is less pronounced and can change to supercritical Hopf bifurca-
tion for very low friction coefficients.  

The described effects of wheel/rail contact conditions on bifurcation behaviour 
can be summarized as follows. The equivalent conicity value for the 3 mm ampli-
tude characterizes the conicity level; a higher conicity leads to lower linear critical 
speed and vice versa. The slope of the equivalent conicity as a function of wheel-
set amplitude influences the type of Hopf bifurcation; a strongly decreasing conic-
ity function for small amplitudes encourages supercritical Hopf bifurcation and 
vice versa. Similarly, the slope of creep force function influences linear critical 
speed, whereas the wheel/rail friction coefficient influences the form of Hopf bi-
furcation. 

3.2 Nonlinearities of vehicle model 

The nonlinearity of a vehicle model can supersede the effect of wheel/rail con-
tact and change the type of Hopf bifurcation. Figure 7 shows as example the influ-
ence of nonlinear characteristic of yaw dampers on the bifurcation diagram of a 
double-decker coach with 39 bodies and 73 DOF, build in simulation tool 
SIMPACK. The nonlinearity of wheel/rail contact is still dominant, however, the 
implementation of yaw dampers with nonlinear characteristics leads to a change of 
the Hopf bifurcation for the wheel/rail contact geometry “Type A” in the left dia-
gram. In contrast, on the right diagram (contact geometry “Type B”) there is al-
ways a supercritical Hopf bifurcation. Introducing the yaw dampers, oscillations 
with large amplitudes are suppressed into higher speeds, whereas small amplitudes 
below 2 mm remain present already for low speed. 

Figure 8 shows as example the influence of nonlinear, non-smooth characteris-
tic of yaw dampers on the bifurcation diagram of the same vehicle and the 
wheel/rail contact geometry A. The damping force of yaw dampers is nonlinear 
due to a strong slope reduction at the blow-off force. The yaw damper characteris-
tic No. 3 in Figure 8 assumes a negligible force for a very small piston velocity, 
caused e.g. by a piston leakage. The variation of the blow-off force and the non-
smooth characteristic of yaw damper, results to a change of Hopf bifurcation and 
to the variation of critical speed between 200 and 280 km/h. 
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Fig. 7. Bifurcation diagrams of a double-decker coach for two different wheel/rail contact 
geometries with the same equivalent conicity for the wheelset amplitude of 3 mm.  
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Fig. 8. Influence of yaw damper characteristic (left diagram) on the bifurcation (right dia-
gram). 

4. Discussion 

The presented results demonstrate that the bifurcation analysis of a railway ve-
hicle can lead to subcritical as well as supercritical Hopf bifurcation; the type of 
Hopf bifurcation is determined by the nonlinearities in the vehicle/track system, 
whereby the wheel/rail contact geometry has a significant influence on the vehicle 
behaviour at the stability limit. Can the bifurcation analysis enhance the nonlinear 
stability assessment in railway vehicle industry?  

A detailed analysis of the bifurcation diagram for speeds far over the nonlinear 
critical speed can be very interesting from the theoretical point of view, however 
less important for industrial applications. Wheelset oscillation with a very small 
amplitude, say less than 1 mm would probably be overlooked during the tests due 
to real track irregularities, unless this oscillation is coupled with larger movements 
of other bodies. A very small variation in periodicity leading to a quasi-periodic or 
chaotic motion observed as a result of nonlinear investigations can often be more 
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related to a particular modeling of wheel/rail contact than to real behaviour ob-
served in service. The nonlinearity or non-smoothness is often “smoothed” in the 
reality as described by Piotrowski [11] on example of friction element. Detailed 
studies about very small deviations at particular conditions will therefore hardly 
enhance the stability assessment in railway industry. 

For the assessment of running stability in the rolling stock industry, the main 
properties at various realistic conditions are of interest. From this point of view, 
significant differences can be observed between a system demonstrating the sub-
critical Hopf bifurcation and a system showing the supercritical one. What is the 
relationship between the bifurcation diagram and the vehicle behaviour at the sta-
bility limit? This relation is shown in Figure 9. A vehicle/track systems showing a 
subcritical Hopf bifurcation usually reaches the nonlinear critical speed and the 
safety limits at the same or similar speed. The stability assessment of such system 
can, however, lead to an underestimation of both criteria if the stability has been 
assessed by simulation applying too small disturbance or too small track irregular-
ities. The system showing a supercritical bifurcation possesses nonlinear critical 
speed which is lower than the speed at which the safety limits are reached. The as-
sessment of such system applying bifurcation analysis can deliver low critical 
speeds with criteria below the safety limits specified for vehicle acceptance. For a 
safety assessment of such system, other methods than bifurcation diagram of 
wheelset displacement are required, e.g. simulation of run on measured track ir-
regularities. An exploitation of speeds higher than the nonlinear critical speed 
would however lead to sustaining oscillation. Even if the amplitude of this oscilla-
tion would be small, it could lead to fatigue damage and comfort deterioration. 
The range of speeds between the nonlinear critical speed and the speed at which 
the safety limits are achieved should therefore be assessed using other kind of 
analysis regarding the fatigue and passenger comfort. 
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Fig. 9. Bifurcation diagram and assessment of safety and oscillation behaviour.  
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The bifurcation analysis allows assessing the influence of the level of track dis-
turbance on the stability assessment and gaining a valuable output regarding the 
vehicle behaviour at the stability limit. It is, however, time consuming and rarely 
used in railway applications. Because of large variation of service conditions and 
parameters, a large set of investigations for different conditions is required during 
vehicle design in the rolling stock industry. The industry would require a robust 
procedure, which could be less exact, but allow a fast computation of bifurcation 
diagrams using a complex, realistic multi-body vehicle models for a set of differ-
ent conditions wheelset/track and vehicle parameters, i.e. which allows a "rough 
and robust" assessment for a large set of input parameters. 

5. Summary and conclusion 

The paper presents typical methods used for stability analysis in the railway 
vehicle industry and shows that they can lead to differing critical speeds because 
of: deviating computation procedures, wide possible range of input conditions, and 
differing assessment criteria. 

The bifurcation diagram computation is explained and the influence of nonline-
arities of the wheel/rail contact and of the vehicle model on the type of Hopf bi-
furcation shown. The presented examples demonstrate in contradiction to several 
other publications that the bifurcation analysis of a railway vehicle can lead not 
only to subcritical but also to supercritical Hopf bifurcation. 

The stability assessment can overestimate the critical speed of a vehicle/track 
system, demonstrating subcritical Hopf bifurcation if the applied disturbance is 
too low. Contrary, it can deliver critical speeds below the safety limits for a vehi-
cle/track system showing supercritical Hopf bifurcation. 

An application of bifurcation analysis in vehicle design and development could 
enhance the nonlinear stability assessment of railway vehicles. However, an effi-
cient use of bifurcation analysis in industry is not possible today. Fast and robust 
algorithms or procedures applicable with commercial simulation tools would be 
required to allow an introduction of this method to rolling stock design and devel-
opment. 

References 

[1] Wickens A H (2006) A history of railway vehicle dynamics. In: Iwnicki S (ed) Handbook of 
railway vehicle dynamics. CRC Taylor&Francis, Boca Raton London New York, pp. 5-38 

[2] True H (1999) On the theory of nonlinear dynamics and its application in vehicle systems 
dynamics. Vehicle System Dynamics 31:393-421 

[3] Polach O (2006) On non-linear methods of bogie stability assessment using computer simula-
tions. Proceedings of the Institution of Mechanical Engineers, Part F, Journal of Rail and 
Rapid Transit 220:13-27 



27 

[4] Polach O (2006) Comparability of the non-linear and linearized stability assessment during 
railway vehicle design. Vehicle System Dynamics Suppl. 44:129-138 

[5] N.N. (2005) EN 14363 Railway applications — Testing for the acceptance of running charac-
teristics of railway vehicles — Testing of running behaviour and stationary tests. CEN, Brus-
sels 

[6] True H (1994) Does a critical speed for railroad vehicle exist? Proceedings of the 1994 
ASME/IEEE Joint Railroad Conference, Chicago, Illinois, March 22-24, 1994, pp. 125-131 

[7] Kaas-Petersen Ch (1986) Chaos in railway bogie. Acta mechanica 61:89-107 
[8] Schupp G (2006) Bifurcation analysis of railway vehicles. Multibody System Dynamics 

15:25-50 
[9] Stichel S (2002) Limit cycle behaviour and chaotic motions of two-axle freight wagons with 

friction damping. Multibody System Dynamics, 8:243-255 
[10] Polach O, Vetter A (2004) Methods for running stability prediction and their sensitivity to 

wheel/rail contact geometry. Extended abstracts of the 6th International Conference on Rail-
way Bogies and Running Gears, Budapest, 13-16 Sept., 2004, pp. 62-64 

[11] Piotrowski J (2008) Smoothing dry friction by medium frequency dither and its influence on 
ride dynamics of freight wagons. Abstracts of EUROMECH 500 Non-smooth Problems in 
Vehicle Systems Dynamics, Lyngby, June 2008 

 


